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Learning Objectives:

By the end of this session, you will be able to:

describe the elements of a difficult conversation

discuss common conflict styles

learn and demonstrate strategies to improve upon 
difficult conversations



• Is ever-present in different ways and to different 
degrees –at work, at home, with our friends, etc.

• Probably necessary for growth and to move beyond 
those speed bumps we often encounter

• Managed well – we can all feel better, move forward

• Managed Sub-optimally – things go unresolved could 
get worse

Conflict



Difficult Conversations

Elements

• Opposing views

• Emotional 

• Important to the parties – and 
often to different degrees

Patterson et al. (2012), Crucial Conversations



Exercise #1

What is most challenging about a difficult 
conversation?
• Take 1 minute to think about a recent difficult 

conversation. 

• What feelings did you have? 

• What skills did you use?



Modes of Conflict

5 Basic modes

• Withdrawing/avoiding

• Directing/competing

• Smoothing/accommodating

• Compromising

• Collaborating/problem solving



Major Conflict Styles

COMPETE

AVOID

COLLABORATE

COMPROMISE

ACCOMMODATE

High Assertiveness

Low Assertiveness

Low Cooperativeness High Cooperativeness



• Your Assertiveness Level

• You Cooperativeness Level

• Conflict Management Style =?

• How do you think I handled it?

Example #1
The Curt Grocery Clerk



• Your Assertiveness Level

• Your Cooperation Level

• Conflict Management Style?

Example #2
Emergency Call Coverage



• Your Assertiveness Level

• Your Cooperation Level

• Conflict Management Style?

Example #3
It’s No Picnic



Managing Conflict in 5 (Easy?) Steps

• Prepare

• Ask

• Tell

• Summarize

• Seek Solutions



Ladder of Inference

6. Take actions

5. Form beliefs

4. Draw conclusions

3. Interpret the data

2. Selected “data”

1. Observable “data”

Senge (2006), The Fifth Discipline



Ladder of Inference

Mary and Trevor are working together on 
a project. Trevor emailed Mary to check 
on the status of the project and she has 
not yet responded.

What could be their perspectives?



Ladder of Inference - Trevor

6. Trevor behaves passive aggressively toward Mary.

5. Based on this belief, Trevor starts looking for other 
actions to support his beliefs and conclusions.

4. Trevor concludes that Mary is not committed to her job.

3. Trevor interprets Mary’s non-responsiveness as a sign of 
disrespect.

2. Responsiveness is important to Trevor and he has been 
noticing that Mary does not respond to emails very quickly.

1. Mary and Trevor have been working on a project for two 
months. Mary did not respond to Trevor’s email…it has 
been 24 hours.



Climb Down the Ladder

Questions to consider:

• What data did I select?

• What assumptions did I make?

• What conclusions did I draw?

• How did those conclusions influence my 
subsequent observations?



Exercise #2

• Consider a recent conflict that you felt did 
not go as planned (that happened to you 
or that you observed).

• Share with a partner how you might have 
gone up the ladder of inference.

• Please share your experience.



Improving Difficult Conversations

• Separate interests from positions

• Separate the person from the problem

• Build relationships



Ask about Positions & Interests

Positions

• What we want, 
need, think or feel

• Drawing a line in 
the sand

• Concrete

• Basis for debate

• Ex: Political Party

Interests

• The motivations 
for our positions; 
our needs, desires, 
concerns, fears, 
aspirations

• Basis for dialogue



Positions & Interests

Positions

Interests



Tell Your Interests

Low intensity

• Concerned

• Unsettled

• Puzzled

• Frustrated

High intensity

• Mad

• Angry 

• Shocked

• Really disppointed



Listen Carefully

Ask and listen to the 
other’s perspective

• Consider assumptions 
and emotions

• Use reflective listening

• Respond with 
compassion



Separate the Person 
from the Problem

• Relationships can color discussions (and vice versa): 
our perception can become reality

• Try to reduce intensity, consider facts vs. 
emotional reaction

• Ask questions to understand interests

• Identify what about a conflict is process-based vs. 
people-based



Five Dysfunctions of a Team

Inattention 
to results

Avoidance of 
accountability

Lack of commitment

Fear of Conflict

Absence of Trust

Lencioni (2005), Overcoming the Five Dysfunctions of a Team



Approach to Conflict
PATSS

• Prepare

• Positions v. interests

• Power dynamics

• Ask for and listen to other 
side

• Positions v. interests

• Look for ladder of 
inference

• Use reflective 
listening

• Tell your perspective

• Use neutral words

• Consider conflict 
styles

• Summarize

• Preserve the 
relationship

• Seek solutions

• Generate options



Four Key Components

• Observe without evaluation or judging

• Identify and express emotions

• Take responsibility for feelings by linking them 
to your underlying needs

• Request what you want without demanding

Nonviolent Communication



• What are others doing that we like?

• What are others doing that we dislike?

• Distinguishing between descriptive and evaluative language:

o Avoid generalizing:  

“You procrastinate” vs. “You started writing your talk the 
night before.”

“Tim is a bad cook” vs. “Tim burned the pasta last night

o Describe behaviors rather than the person:

“You’re so lazy” vs “You stayed in bed until 11 this morning”

Observe without evaluating 
or judging



• Distinguish thoughts from feelings:
- I feel like a failure vs. I feel scared that I’m not 
good at my job

-I feel like you don’t respect me vs. I feel angry when   
you don’t respond to my e-mails

-I feel manipulated vs I feel angry because it seems  
like you are trying to make me feel guilty

-I feel neglected vs I feel lonely

Identifying and Expressing 
Feelings



• Each of  us can assume responsibility for our own 
feelings.  How we fee is, in many ways, in response to 
what we want and what we need.

• We need to be able to state our needs clearly and 
directly

• Sometimes, we blame others for how we are feeling, 
as in “you are making me angry” (or – I’m not 
responsible for my feelings)

Take responsibility for your feelings by 
linking them to underlying needs



• “You make me angry when you don’t respond to my 
e-mails” vs “I feel angry when you don’t respond 
to my emails because I want to contribute to our 
projects and I don’t even know if  you’ve read 
what I’ve written.”

• “When you arrive late to one of  our meetings 
and have not reviewed the agenda in advance, I 
feel irritated because I need your participation 
for this team to be successful.”

Taking responsibility for your feelings by 
linking them to underlying needs



Request what you want without 
demanding

• Distinguish between requests and demands.
Faced with a demand, we can submit or rebel

• Use positive language to request what you want.
“I want us to spend more time together” vs “ I want       
you to spend less time at work”

• Watch the response when the need isn’t met:  It’s a 
demand if  the speaker then criticizes or lays a guilt trip; 
it’s a request if  the speaker shows empathy toward 
the other person’s needs.



Final Exercise 

• Refer back to the scenario you were 
recalling earlier.

• What will you do differently next time?

• How would you walk through the entire 
conversation now?



Summary

described the elements of a difficult conversation

discussed common conflict styles

learned and contemplated how to use strategies to 
improve upon difficult conversations



Thank You.

QUESTIONS &
COMMENTS
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